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VOICE 
An expression of the personality of the narrator; his or her “fingerprint” 

 

The term “voice” has five elements: 

 Diction: word choice. 

 Detail: facts, observations, incidents 

 Imagery: description that appeals to the senses 

 Tone: expression of attitude 

 Syntax: sentence structure 
 

DICTION 
Depends upon topic, purpose, audience and occasion 

Clear, concrete and exact diction preferred 

Denotation: the literal (i.e., dictionary) meaning 

Connotation: the implied meaning; the emotional associations of words 

 



DETAIL 
Brings life and color to description 

Connects abstract concepts to concrete ones to help bring the reader into the scene 

Focuses the reader’s attention 

Amount of detail may influence emotional response 

Sometimes, a lack of detail may have the impact of understatement. For example, 

the narrator might avoid sentimentality in describing someone’s death 

and leave the details to the reader’s imagination. 

 
 

IMAGERY 
Verbal representation of sensory experience (sight, sound, touch, taste, smell) 

Depends upon diction and detail 

Evokes vivid experience; conveys a specific emotion 

Can have a symbolic or metaphoric meaning (e.g., “parched earth” = the despair of a 

character) 

Traditional imagery: usually archetypal (e.g., river = life’s journey) 

Nontraditional imagery: varies depending upon context 

 

 

TONE 
Expression of the author’s or narrator’s attitude toward the subject and the audience 

Created by selection (diction) and arrangement (syntax) of words, and by the purposeful 

use of detail and imagery 

Sets the relationship between reader and writer 

Reader must understand tone to understand meaning 

Requires close reading, sensitivity to diction and syntax, understanding of detail 

selection and imagery 



SYNTAX 
Word order 

 “I danced all night with Edith.” 

 “I danced with Edith all night.” 

 “With Edith I danced all night.” 

 “All night I danced with Edith.” 

 “All night with Edith I danced.” 

Sentence length 

Controls emphasis (a shorter sentence following a longer sentence emphasizes 

the meaning and importance of the shorter sentence) 

Prevent boredom by varying length 

Syntactic tension 

Periodic sentence: delaying closure by leaving the completion of the meaning until 

the end of the sentence 

“As long as we ignore our children and refuse to dedicate the necessary 

time and money to their care, we will fail to solve the problem of school 

violence.” 

Loose sentence: relieves tension by reaching syntactical closure early 

“We will fail to solve the problem of school violence as long as we ignore 

our children and refuse to dedicate the necessary time and money to their 

care.” 

Repetition: creates emphasis and focuses readers’ attention on the meaning of the 

repeated word or phrase 

“Now is not the time for small plans. Now is the time to finally meet our 

moral obligation to provide every child a world-class education. Now is 

the time to finally keep the promise of affordable, accessible health care 

for every single American. Now is the time to help families with paid sick 

days and better family leave. Now is the time to change our bankruptcy 

laws, so that your pensions are protected. And now is the time to keep the 

promise of equal pay for an equal day’s work.” 

Punctuation 

Used to reinforce meaning, construct effect and express voice 

Semicolon: gives equal weight to two or more independent clauses; 

reinforced parallel ideas and gives equal importance to all parts of the 

sentence. 

Colon: directs readers’ attention to the words that follow; sets the 

expectation that something important is about to follow. 

Dash: marks a sudden change in thought or tone; often suggests a casual 

tone of voice. 


